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A reconciled estimate of glacier contributions to sea level rise: 2003 to 2009
Gardner, Alex S; Bolch, Tobias; et al
Abstract: Glaciers distinct from the Greenland and Antarctic Ice Sheets are losing large amounts of water
to the world’s oceans. However, estimates of their contribution to sea level rise disagree. We provide
a consensus estimate by standardizing existing, and creating new, mass-budget estimates from satellite
gravimetry and altimetry and from local glaciological records. In many regions, local measurements are
more negative than satellite-based estimates. All regions lost mass during 2003–2009, with the largest
losses from Arctic Canada, Alaska, coastal Greenland, the southern Andes, and high-mountain Asia, but
there was little loss from glaciers in Antarctica. Over this period, the global mass budget was –259 T 28
gigatons per year, equivalent to the combined loss from both ice sheets and accounting for 29 T 13% of
the observed sea level rise.
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Large differences in previous estimates of recent glacier mass change are reconciled and 
gaps in knowledge of glacier changes in High Mountain Asia, Antarctica and Greenland 















We!recalculate!recent!GRACE!glacier!mass!change!estimates!(4,)11)!with!updated!mascons!(Table!S1).!We!also!make!alternative!GRACE!estimates!of!glacier!mass!changes!by!expanding!the!methods!of!Wouters!et!al.!(12),!which!were!originally!developed!to!retrieve!mass!changes!for!the!Greenland!Ice!Sheet!and!Arctic!glaciers!(12Y14),!to!all!glacierized!regions!(Table S2). Both analyses use monthly time-variable 
GRACE gravity field solutions produced by the University of Texas Center for Space 
Research: the Wouters!et!al.!approach!uses!product!Release!5!and!the!updated!Jacob!et!al.!estimates!(4)!use!product!Release!4.!The two analyses give a total mass budget 
for all!glaciers!outside!Greenland!and!Antarctica!of X170!±!32!Gt!yr–1!and!X166 ±!37!Gt!yr–1,!respectively.!The two GRACE estimates also agree well on a regional scale (11) 
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Fig. 1: Red circles show 2003-09 regional glacier mass budgets, while pale blue/green 
circles show regional glacier areas with tidewater basin fractions [TW; extent of ice 
flowing to termini in the ocean] in blue shading (Table 1). Peach colored halos 
surrounding red circles show 95% confidence interval in mass change estimates, but can 





Fig. 2: Elevation change rates (dh/dt) between Oct. 2003 and Oct. 2009 for peripheral 
glaciers in (a) West Antarctica and (b) Greenland. Grey shadings from black to white 
show glaciers, ice sheets, ice shelves, land surfaces and ocean, respectively. West 
Antarctica contains 85% of the peripheral glacier cover in Antarctica. Remaining glaciers 
are found on scattered islands around East Antarctica (11%, inset map) and on remote 
Sub-Antarctic islands (4%, not shown). Text labels define a set of sub-regions with 
accompanying average elevation change rates in m yr-1 (Table S4). Uncertainties give the 




Fig. 3. Regional estimates of glacier mass change for 2003-09 in (a) kg m-2 yr-1 and (b) 
Gt yr-1. Estimates are as assessed using ICESat (8, 13, 14) and GRACE [JW12, (9, 10)], 
and from interpolation of glaciological records (2) with an updated measurement dataset 
for 2003-09 [glaciological]. Regions are arranged top to bottom by total glacierized area. 
Uncertainties give the 95% confidence interval. 
Fig. 4. Averaged elevation change rates (dh/dt) between Oct. 2003 and Oct. 2009 for 
High Mountain Asia. Each colored dot represents an independent spatial average of a 
minimum of 50 dh/dt observations within a radius of 50 km. ICESat ground tracks over 
glaciers are shown with thin black lines. The inset image and text labels define a set of 
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sub-regions for which we have estimated area-averaged elevation changes (shown here in 
m yr-1 together with their uncertainties) and mass budgets (Table S5). Uncertainties give 
the 95% confidence interval.  
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Fig. 5. ICESat-derived elevation change anomalies between neighborhoods of 
glaciological and local geodetic measurements and averages over their RGI regions. Each 
neighborhood is centered on a measured glacier and has a radius of 100 km. Each region 
name is followed by its number of measured glaciers during the 2003-2009 period. 
Negative values indicate that neighborhoods of glaciological records experienced 
thinning at higher rates than the regional average. 
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Fig. 6: Global estimates of glacier mass change. All estimates have been multiplied by 
the ratio of the total glacier area used in this study, 729,400 km2, to that used in each 
source. 95% confidence intervals are shown for all estimates except the arithmetic 
averages of C09 (2), which have formal errors in the range 410-1520 Gt yr-1. The two 
C09 estimates are determined from an updated set of glaciological records using the 





Table 1: Regional breakdown of total and tidewater glacier basin area, best estimate of 
mass budget for 2003-09 with 95% confidence interval, and methods selected as most 

















1 Alaska 87100 11900 -560 ± 200 -50 ± 17 G new, (4, 9, 10) 
2 Western Canada/US 14600 0 -930 ± 230 -14 ± 3 gl (2) 
3 Arctic Canada North 104900 48800 -310 ± 40 -33 ± 4 I, G new, (4, 13) 
4 Arctic Canada South 40900 3000 -660 ± 110 -27 ± 4 I, G new, (4, 13) 
5 Greenland 89700 31300 -420 ± 70 -38 ± 7 I new 
6 Iceland 11100 0 -910 ± 150 -10 ± 2 G, gl new, (2, 4)  
7 Svalbard 34000 14900 -130 ± 60 -5 ± 2 I, G new, (4, 8) 
8 Scandinavia 2900 0 -610 ± 140 -2 ± 0 gl (2) 
9 Russian Arctic 51600 33400 -210 ± 80 -11 ± 4 I, G new, (4, 14) 
10 North Asia 3400 0 -630 ± 310 -2 ± 1 gl (2) 
11 Central Europe 2100 0 -1060 ± 170 -2 ± 0 gl (2) 
12 Caucasus & Middle East 1100 0 -900 ± 160 -1 ± 0 gl (2) 
13-15 High Mountain Asia 118200 0 -210 ± 100 -26 ± 12 I, G new, (4) 
16 Low Latitudes 4100 0 -1080 ± 360 -4 ± 1 gl (2) 
17 Southern Andes 29400 7000 -930 ± 330 -29 ± 10 G new, (4, 25) 
18 New Zealand 1200 0 -320 ± 780 0 ± 1 gl (2) 
19 Antarctic & Subantarctic 133200 130200 -50 ± 70 -6 ± 10 I new 
Total excluding Greenland & Antarctic 506600 119000 -420 ± 50 -215 ± 26   
Global total 729400 280500 -350 ± 40 -259 ± 28   
 
 
